This chapter takes up a central issue for Reforming practice: how to align external public practices and institutions with the experiences of the individual believer. Taken to its extreme, Reforming practice sought to make religious experience as online as possible -ideally it was to be affective, here-and-now, and spontaneously experienced, rather than off-line, off-loaded onto the environment, or governed by mere habit or routine. As we shall see, Protestant rhetoric charged Catholic practice with a kind of mindlessness, substituting inert practices and external compliance for genuine spiritual engagement. Rote memorization and recitation, as well as mere imitation of set gestures and bodily movements were seen as inimical to true spiritual experience. Mere verbal memorization of devotional material was not sufficient for the lay believer, who was instead charged to engage with the 'lively word' of God, preached and written. English Protestant Reformers attempted to establish a new cognitive ecology based upon reordering of mnemonic and attentional priorities. This chapter traces this rebuilding project through an examination of the new divisions of the distribution of cognitive tasks among individual worshiper, priest, and the social and material surround. We take up the revisions to the Protestant Prayer Book, which were designed to combat this mindlessness of Catholic practice, but which were also themselves subject to vigorous critique in the controversies over 'set forms' of prayer. We conclude the chapter with an examination of the Protestant practice of catechizing, which begins as an attempt to inculcate basic knowledge of the faith, but also risks replicating some of the very habits of mindless repetition that were the original target of reform.
While attempts to differentiate medieval from early modern modes of thought are notoriously fraught, we will begin this section with a brief sketch of the cognitive ecology of late medieval England, with particular emphasis upon the modes of attention, coordination, and memory demanded by pious practice. Although Reforming polemic about mindless Catholic repetition was just that, it is nevertheless clear that the nature of demands on memory and attention were differently construed. In late medieval piety, material was structured to make the most of the limitations and capabilities of human memory. That is, devotional material meant to be recalled from memory could be adapted to the needs of the remembering subject and shaped in such a way as to make the best use of the biological constraints of human memory. Memory is pattern-hungry and works best when the constraints upon the material to be kept in memory match up with the biological constraints of the brain.
The cognitive psychologist David Rubin has written at length about such constraints; in Memory in Oral Traditions, he documents the ways that these constraints facilitate recall. Among the features that facilitate recall are imagery -'one of our most powerful mnemonic aids' (1995: 62) -and repetition of all sorts, including rhyme, alliteration and assonance. As Rubin writes, 'the repetition of a sound is an aid to memory. When a sound repeats, the first occurrence of the sound limits the choices of a second occurrence and provides a strong cue for it' (75). Rhyme in particular facilitates rapid recall, and aids organization. Rhythm similarly aids memory, by 'cuing and limiting the choice of both words and larger units' (85) and by facilitating social coordination of group action (86). Combining such constraints increases stability of recall; when placed together, 'recall may involve much less of a thought process and much more of a pattern-recognition device' (120). In strongly residual oral transmission, recall will be serial in nature, starting at the first word and proceeding from there. Thus in Rubin's account, the 'selective pressures' on remembering tend to produce material that is ordered and balanced, that is rhythmic and rhymed, and that is 'chunked' into smaller parcels for easy recall.
Late medieval lay piety was organized to maximize the constraints and capacities of the human mind, particularly its eagerness to annex exterior forms and to create extended cognitive architectures. Many of the important devotional practices of the late medieval Catholic Church were designed according to these principles. For example, much
